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ABSTRACT 
Distributed Dionysia 
By 
Seanna Walsh 
Public space in the American city is in a state of social and spatial indeterminacy. 
Situated within a sprawling aggregation of suburban back lawns, the redundant green space 
of the park appears as an absurd deformity in the Mega-Grid. Moreover, the myriad access 
points for mass media within the modern home facilitate collective experiences and public 
assertions of identity with unparalleled ease. The urban park, while providing a particular 
pastoral experience, is no longer the site of our collective life. 
This project proposes to redirect public and private capital to transform residential 
parks into alternative venues for collective media-event experiences, offering a new scale of 
communality between the media room and the stadia. Through the deployment of Media-
Event Hybrid Infrastructures, the Parks System can act as pastoral and spectacular bait, 
catalyzing an emergent collectivity by making public the latent spectacle within our domestic 
leisure activities. 
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I. The Public Construction of the Self 
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iCVirtual reality technology, currently under development, is highly regarded as the ultimate realisation of the 
abolition of physical barriers. These scientific breakthroughs have gradually forced people to relate with unreal 
objects through electronic media in all aspects of existence, thereby causing the loss of their identities and 
privacy as a consequence." 
— Abstract from Michael Sorkin's 1992 essay 'Scenes from the Electronic City,' I.D. Magazine 
The crisis was declared in its earliest stages. Before most Americans had e-mail 
accounts, architects had already begun to panic about what would become of them when 
'virtual' space became a part of everyday life. " . . . What if it's just as good as or better than 
the actual kind? If enough people are persuaded, traditional design and architecture will 
disappear."1 Sorkin's 'Scenes' became the first of coundess explorations and panics that 
would characterize much of architecture's discourses and visionary projects throughout 
the 1990s and into the early 21st century. Student design projects were suddenly as likely 
to be proposals for immersive cyberspace experiences as they were to be buildings. Under 
the tide 'Architecture in Cyberspace,' the December 1996 issue of A.D. /Architectural Design 
featured such projects as 'The Interactivator,' a collaboration between John Frazer (now 
the international research co-coordinator for Gehry Technologies) and fellow graduate 
researchers at the AA. Here, three networked computers in a gallery developed a web-hosted 
3d model of "an evolving environment" shaped by input from visitors to the website. 
"Virtual visitors could view the current state of the model and receive an explanation... 
For real enthusiasts, copies of the software were available for downloading. Feedback from 
remote copies of the software also affected the source model."2 
These conceptions of "virtual space" are quaindy literal in today's terms. The 
future has arrived, sort of. Most of us now are members of online communities through 
social-networking sites, where the ability of an interface to efficiently organize and 
disseminate information reliably trumps its ability to approximate physical space. If a 
spatial representation is called for, most (with the exception of video-game enthusiasts) 
1 Sorkin, 70-77 
2 Streitz et. al, 135-136 
2 
content themselves with crudely rendered applications, where friends farm virtual vegetables 
together, serve one another virtual lattes, and feed one another's virtual fish. But did we 
begin doing this simply because the technology was there? Have we truly been "forced 
to interact with unreal objects?"-1 Given the amount of hours per week that many spend 
socializing online, at least the first half of Sorkin's prophecy was realized: it seems virtual 
space is "just as good as or better" than actual space.4 And yet architecture as we know it has 
not disappeared; rather, it serves as a largely unwitting and unresponsive host to our web-
based lives. Before we examine that, however, the question of why virtual space has in certain 
situations triumphed over the physical bears investigation. 
The Reflexive Identity 
The structures that facilitate the formation and affirmation of the self are crucial 
to our understanding of this issue. For the individual, a state of ontological security- that 
is, feeling secure in one's identity- is widely believed to be established and reinforced by a 
feedback loop between the individual and the collectives to which said individual belongs, 
where "our perceptions of our identities are influenced by what we think others think of us 
as we enact our various roles."5 
In times previous to modernity, the individual life trajectory was plotted and marked 
socially through rites of passage determined largely by birth into a social structure defined by 
religion, race and gender. This sense of social determinacy endures in micro-societies such 
as the Hasidic Jewish community of Williamsburg, Brooklyn, where linguistic isolation and 
strict adherence to religious codes has preserved a culture based on a narrow set of norms. A 
boy born into this community knows from childhood that he will study at a Yeshiva, carry on 
his father's business, marry by his early twenties, and raise his children in the Jewish faith. 
In this once common mode of restricted movement, the subject always knew where 
to find his or her community and rarely strayed far from it. Clearly, nostalgia for this highly 
3 Sorkin, 70-77 
4 Sorkin, Ibid. 
5 Desrochers, 202 
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enforced hierarchy would amount to an oppressive social regression. The rise of secularity 
and the success of various civil rights movements have granted to the contemporary subject 
a wide possibility of potential life trajectories. And yet, in exchange for this increased social 
mobility, the individual has lost the institutions and rituals that once so clearly shaped his 
or her identity.6 In the absence of collective ritual, the task of self-definition in Modernity 
falls to the individual. This process of definition becomes a reflexive act of intentional 
self-reference in which we attach to ourselves symbols that emerge from our interaction 
with others, particularly in the context of collective life. And yet, in a society where one no 
longer assume a shared set of interests or beliefs on the basis of location or visual cues, the 
character of this collective life has changed. The Habermasian notion of a spontaneous, 
spatialized 'public sphere' can be no more—not because modern mass media 'forced' us to 
abandon it, but because the baseline commonalities that once allowed for it as an emergent 
condition are no more. 
The reflexive project of self-identification has necessitated a means of finding a 
more specifically directed space of public interaction. We have found that specificity in 
events facilitated by mass media. It is crucial to note that, as we will see in the following 
examples, the "virtual" spaces discussed by Sorkin and his early-90s contemporaries serve 
not only to facilitate online interactions, but physical ones as well. On the social networking 
site Facebook, 35 million people participate in the web-based public space each day via 
status updates, but 3.5 million people also use Facebook to create physically manifest events 
each month.7 To be sure, the physical interactions emergent from the network are minute 
compared to the plethora of virtual interactions, which occur 300 times more frequently. 
Nonetheless, they represent a significant figure. The online announcement of the physical 
event is a simple mechanism—one that simply accelerates and makes more accessible 
what the US postal service, community tackboards, local radio and television networks and 
telephones have done for decades. What has made virtual space remarkable is not that it 
6 Man, 275 
7 Zuckerberg (web) 
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changed what vie. know or do, it is that it made the power of public announcements about 
these things much more readily available to anyone who might seek it. In other words, the 
social functions of virtual space represent more of a difference in degree than a difference 
in kind—but a significant difference all the same. The role of the virtual as a catalyst for the 
physical represents a crucial phenomenon that early speculators about the public space of 
the Internet didn't foresee: its role in the magnetic pull of public life toward media-event 
hybrids. 
The New Collectivity: Participatory Spectacles 
Each week, at Joel Osteen's televised services at Lakewood Church, in Houston, 
Texas, 16,800 non-denominational attendees8 hold their bibles above their heads, as millions 
more look on from the comfort of their living rooms, and all utter in unison: 
"This is my bible. I am what it says I am, I have what it says I have, I can do what it says I 
can do. Today I will be taught the word of God. I boldly confess, my mind is alert, my heart 
is receptive; I will never be the same."9 
The very existence of the nondenominational megachurch may be attributed to the 
recruitment of a parish drawn in not by the name of a church but by what they learned 
about it on television. Certainly, Christianity exists in a multitude of forms, across which 
social norms and deeply held beliefs vary widely and have been the cause of many a violent 
incident. That 16,800 individuals can come together simply under the label 'Christian' and 
expect to agree on such an intimately personal issues as faith and belief no doubt suggests a 
certain generality of the content presented in the service. However, it can also be argued that 
the television viewership of the services provides a process of further refining the group into 
a united collective. With this as in many other media-facilitated events, the viewer uses the 
media version of the event to make an informed decision, in the comfort of his or her own 
home, about whether or not he or she will feel comfortable attending services at Lakewood 
8 Outreach, Inc. (web) 
9 Osteen (webcast) 
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Church. 
The spectacular nature of television is not to be neglected in the discussion of mass-
media's role in forming communities. At Lakewood, as in many such services, prayer and 
sermons are punctuated by a joining together in song. The hymn of the megachurch, with 
its amplified accompaniment and theatrical lighting, is of a production value closer to that 
of a rock concert than an archetypical Christian ensemble of organ and choir. Bart Lootsma 
articulated this phenomenon in his essay 'Black Holes in Megalopolis.'1" His analysis points 
to the mega-church's appropriation of popular music as a collapse of the faith-pop dyad 
first articulated by Dan Graham in his 1984 documentary 'Rock My Religion.' In a montage 
splicing footage of the religious speaking in tongues between live footage from punk-rock 
concerts, Graham traced the moshing and head-banging of punk rock concerts back to the 
gyrations of the puritan Shakers as they were moved by "spirits" during prayer meetings. 
What is important to note in Lootsma's observation is that these events are not 
simply collective, but participatory. The individuated subject becomes a part of the collective, 
but s/he is doing so as a means to a reflexive affirmation of his or her identity: "This is my 
bible, I am what it says I am;" "This is my cigarette lighter, my thrashing head, my rebellion." 
Whether a rock concert, a football game, or a church service, the media-event hybrid allows 
the viewer to gradually merge herself with the spectacle. And herein lays one answer to why 
virtual space has been so successful in hosting our public life. Broadcast media has long 
played a role in how we identify with our communities (see: the water-cooler discussion, 
circa 1970-2000). But the internet brought to the media-event a new accelerated ability 
to participate. This was initially achieved through interactive websites, where television 
spectators engage in discussion with thousands of fellow viewers. However, with the recent 
rise of smart-phones that allow for constant web access, participating in the media-event 
has now taken on a multitude of forms. Beyond the use of the web to provide a line of 
communication out from the domestic space to the broadcast audience, the spectator 
fortunate enough to be present at the actual event can take and upload video feed, in effect 
10 Lootsma, 2 
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providing a broadcast of his or her own. 
Such practices amount to a modern-day version of the Dionysiac art form as 
described by Friedrich Nietzsche: ".. .that which had previously lived only in his imagination 
he now feels in his own person... Dionysiac art manifests itself, not in the alteration of 
clear-mindedness and intoxication, but in their co-existence."" Today's media-event hybrids 
elevate the subject, once a mere spectator, to a part of the act itself: the observer becomes 
integrated with the observed. One could look once again to Dan Graham as a point of 
comparison to the Osteen excerpt: in his 1977 piece Performer/ Audience/ Mirror, Graham 
announces his own actions as he observes them in the mirror to a crowd positioned so that 
they are engaged in the same act of self-observation. Graham's narrative in this piece takes 
on the same recitative tone as that of Osteen and his parishioners: public self-affirmation. 
Enormous venues of collective action such as megachurches and stadia fulfill our 
collective desires to be absorbed by the spectacle. The bored suburbanite is suddenly free to 
stand up, shout, gyrate and take cell phone videos, in the company of thousands who look 
and behave much like her. She knows they will be there because she saw them on television, 
and she knows who'll want to talk to her about it in school tomorrow, because they saw 
her photos on Facebook. Unlike conventional public space, the new collective space is one 
that we enter by choice and with the specific objective of affirming a version of ourselves 
that we, ourselves, have chosen. This shift in our public life- from the general to the highly 
specific- has tremendous implications for how we conceive of public space, particularly 
in the egalitarian endlessness of suburban space, whose cries for differentiation have been 
heretofore answered only by the hum of hypertext. 
11 Nietzsche, 121-122 
II. The Pastoral and the Spectacular 
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"In a space where anything can happen, most likely, nothing will happen." — Stan Allen 
In the Automobile City, the public park is in a state of social and spatial 
indeterminacy. Situated within a sprawling aggregation of suburban back lawns, the 
redundant green space of the park appears as an absurd deformity in the Mega-Grid. To an 
individual whose living room provides myriad opportunities for group interaction and public 
assertions of identity via web, the urban park is no longer the obvious site for collective life. 
The atmosphere of communality once associated with collectively held spaces has 
been sublimated into collectively held desires. We fulfill these desires in shared experiences 
of media-event hybrids that we experience primarily from the individuated spaces of 
domestic life. As previously articulated, televised events hosted in mega-venues have, for 
decades, re-appropriated telecommunication infrastructures to facilitate and sometimes even 
create an active audience. Through the immediacy of these interfaces, a sort of individuated 
collectivity has become the normative condition. 
The residential park is an absurd deformity in the sprawling aggregation of suburban back lawns. 
(Google Earth; manipulated by author.) 
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The Price of Participation 
The desire for the participatory spectacle is evidenced by the willingness of 
Americans not only to invest a sizeable portion of their incomes on entertainment, but 
also to appropriate their tax dollars as such. Since 1950, 80% of all major league sports and 
entertainment venues, hosting crowds upward of 100,000, have been paid for by taxpayers.12 
For its part, the city of Houston has funded 100% of the construction of all but one of 
the 13 local venues for audiences greater than 20,000. Reliant Park, the home of Houston's 
NFL team the Texans, is the sole exception. Constructed in 2002, Reliant Park (capacity 
72,000) was a joint venture in which municipal monies represented 20% of the funding.13 
The municipality acts as the owner and lessor of these venues to such media/event hybrid 
organizations as Houston's major-league baseball team, the Astros, and Joel Osteen's highly 
televised megachurch phenomenon, Lakewood Church, which has taken up residence in a 
former NBA arena (capacity 16,800).14 
Stadia (labeled by construction date) and residential parks (in light grey), Houston, TX 
12 Coates, 3 
13 Muret (web) 
14 McSpadden, 2-5. 
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Houston exemplifies the automobile city. Its myriad residential neighborhoods, some 
of which are up to 8 miles from the urban center, are still active participants in its goings 
on. As a result, long drive times are an integral part of most collective exchanges. Moreover, 
elevated fuel costs and high admission costs to the physical space of the media-event mean 
that the excursion toward the 'real' venue can no longer be taken as an a priori condition 
of the communal experience. The result is a scalar polarization of collective life between 
the home and the mega-venue, with most collective activity concentrated in the decidedly 
singular experience of domestic media-space. 
Scalar polarization in Houston's spectacles. 
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If the media-event hybrid is reminiscent of Friedrich Nietzsche's description of 
the Dionysian spectacle, then the typical park in Houston's residential neighborhoods could 
be situated as its Apollonian counterpart in contemporary collective life: the space of the 
anti-spectacle. The empty green-space of the typical suburban park, filled with trees and 
quiet places to sit, is more suggestive of a space to contemplate "the marvelous divine 
image of the principium individuationis"15 than a place for melding the self with a specific 
collective. Given that contemporary public life has undergone a displacement from dedicated 
public space into the media-event space of the participatory spectacle, Nietzsche's writings 
on the Dionysian and Apollonian art forms provide an apt framework for conceiving of 
contemporary communality. The ideal form of entertainment, Nietzsche wrote, synthesized 
the Apollonian anti spectacle— in wThich the individual seeks higher truth and ideal beauty 
through contemplation of nature— with the Dionysian spectacle, in which the individual 
loses one's self in the spectacle by participating. In this context, the residential park becomes 
fertile ground for a new experience of collective life. 
Residential parks as new centers for the collective media-event experience. 
15 Nietzsche, 20 
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During the gradual construction of the 1-610 loop (Houston's first ring road and 
an auxiliary route for Interstate Highway 10) between 1953 and 1976, a band of residential 
neighborhoods developed alongside the new infrastructure. The socioeconomic makeup 
of this residential fabric suggests that an intermediary site for leisure, between the mega-
venue and the living room, would be of interest to the local community The Mega-Grid 
neighborhoods of the 1960s and 1970s are now dwarfed by an even larger grid (outside 
Beltway 8), where lot si2es are large enough to accommodate the tract mansions that became 
popular in the 1990s. This second wave of centrifugal migration led to a concentration of 
wealth outside the Beltway and a ring of lower-income, largely working-class, households 
between the loops—households for whom the $60 price of admission to an NFL game or 
superstar rock concert is perhaps furthest out of reach. 
Map of Houston showing average yearly income by Census district, 
(data from Houston-Galveston Area Council) 
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Within the 1960s neighborhoods surrounding the 1-610 loop, city parks occur in 
most of the quarter-mile blocks that make up the residential Mega-Grid. Usually between 7 
and 12 acres, and almost always underused, these redundant spaces represent an outmoded 
thinking about the role of public space in a city' like Houston. But their scale and their 
frequency suggests a potential to interrupt the current condition of scalar polarization, 
providing a new medium-sized site for the media-event experience somewhere between the 
living room and the Mega-Venue. Such an interruption might facilitate the re-physicalization 
of the media-event in daily life. 
Interrupting the scalar polarization between the stadium and the residence. 
Staging this re-physicalization is a question of the intersection between morphology 
and interface in the public park. More friction that one might imagine exists between these 
two terms. The openness of parks is crucial to their morphological presence as entities open 
to all; and yet, the specificity' of an interface for staging events (usually, a building or series of 
buildings) seems to be what is required for public life to coalesce. The architect who designs 
a public space has as her task the facilitation of the maximum number of possible uses and 
experiences by means of the simplest possible intervention. 
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The Morphological Potential of the Berm 
That the municipality is already investing significant amounts of capital into these 
Mega-Venues suggests that a joint public/private initiative could transform residential parks 
into alternative venues for collective Media-Event experiences. The introduction of a venue 
for participatory Media-Events to the residential park would initiate a shift in our daily 
participation in the spectacle: from interior to exterior. 
The conventional outdoor amphitheater often introduces or appropriates an 
earthen mound. A grass surface that slopes toward a stage implies a collective vector of 
participation, but allows for a wide variety of viewing arrangements and densities of users. 
We can therefore say that the berm has a certain morphological capacity as a space that is 
both open and specific: hence its somewhat ubiquitous presence as a focal point to so many 
city parks. And yet, as it remains a totality under the auspices of the amphitheatre typology, 
its implied activation pattern is limited to performance art events, which occur sporadically. 
However, the artificially constructed mound in topographically homogenous cities such 
as Houston presents an interesting counterpoint to the problem of singular event-space, 
because any such earthen construction on flat ground is necessarily two sided. On the 
'back' side of the berm, facing away from the stage, exists a zone which, while adjacent 
to and within earshot of the stage, allows for a complete reign of user-defined programs 
determined independent of the spectacle. 
Zones of spectacle and anti-spectacle. 
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For all intents and purposes, this is 'empty' park space: released from the hold of the 
spectacle, visitors to this zone are conventional park users, engaging empty space in a fully 
individualized and diversified manner. But the proximity to the spectacle and the steep slope 
of the berm affect the activities that the individual can choose to undertake—one might 
therefore engage in a more pastoral, conventional 'park' experience, listening to the music of 
the concert while contemplating the stars or the trees. 
The introduction of an artificial berm, then, divides the park into zones of spectacle 
and anti-spectacle. This accidental dyad creates two simultaneous kinds of use where there 
once (as in the amphitheater) may have been only one. The layering implied by the division 
created by the berm holds within it a potential solution to the problem of singular and 
sporadic programming: performing a series of deformations on the berm can create multiple 
layerings of spectacle and anti-spectacle spaces. Each deformation yields a bifurcation into 
two new, discreet experiences. Maintaining the slope of the berm, however, allows it to keep 
its job as a unifying element each time a big event goes on in town. A balance between the 
unified and the fragmented is established. 
Conventional theatre: Single-Vector Spectatorship. Inflections generate Multiple-Vector Spectatorship. 
Slope modulates Spectacle/Anti-Spectacle Relationship. 
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For their part, online social networks achieve this balance through a simple interface: 
the News Feed. Those who wish to enter the space of Facebook primarily as spectators 
may do so by calibrating their account settings so that only the minimum of information 
about them is visible to the public. Each time they log in, they are presented with an array 
of information about the people in their network, neatly packaged in reverse chronological 
order: who is in a recently posted photograph, who planned an event and who plans to 
attend, who got engaged and who broke up. Most of this news feed, however, is comprised 
of 'status updates:' in one-or-two-sentence messages, more extroverted users share with 
their how they spent their day, information about projects they're doing, or what they ate for 
breakfast. While the introverts on Facebook choose merely to watch, the extroverts share a 
wealth of information. This organizational model has proven wildly successful—it is at once 
unified and fragmented, general and specific. One can participate in the spectacle of the 
News Feed, or use the space to develop an image of one's self that only a select few will see. 
The construction of the self is wholly in the hands of the subject, who curate their image 
through text, videos and photographs, and then decide to whom they will show themselves. 
By layering a set of diverse experiences, we can provide each of these constituencies-
introverts, extroverts, and those in between- with a variety of options for leisure activities. 
But by layering them within the structural system of a constructed mound sloping toward 
a stage and screen, their disparate activities can be united into one participatory spectacle. 
What we seek in this process of unification is not, as it was for Nietzsche, to elevate an art 
form or way of life to the truly profound, but simply to generate a more sustained activation 
of Houston parks. These techniques are deployed to generate a new typology—the Media-
Event Hybrid Infrastructure—that synthesizes the spectacle and the anti-spectacle into a 
diverse set of layered spatial manifestations. This synthesis allows for a pattern of usage that 
is constant rather than sporadic. 
16 
Pastoral Bait for Suburban Collectivity 
The spatial synthesis of the spectacle and anti-spectacle zones is achieved through 
formal operations on a conventional berm. The park and its context inform the initial 
placement of a centralized Media-Event source-a screen and stage- toward which the berm is 
directed. 
As the spectacle source is outfitted with multimedia projection capabilities, it should be 
situated to avoid the glare from sunset during the after-work leisure hours. Also, the Houston 
neighborhood park is often situated next to that community's elementary school and 
commercial spaces— these buildings are preferable adjacencies to the media/performance 
stage. Once put into place, the berm divides the park into zones of spectacle/anti-spectacle. 
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If the morphological capacity of the berm is crucial to diversifying usage of public 
space, retaining the experience of green-space that characterizes conventional parks is an 
essential part of engaging an existing constituency of park users. To this end, two systems 
of paths- spectacle paths and anti-spectacle paths, cut into the mound at varied heights and 
depths. They present two extremes, allowing the grassy surface of the berm to mediate. 
The primary network of paths is derived by mapping the broken street grid back on to the 
park to create a maximum of extrinsic connections. These vectors are themselves deformed 
to center around the Media-Event Source, narrowing and widening to provide moments 
of stasis in which large collectives are accommodated with interfaces to participate in 
the spectacle. Interstitial secondary paths further serve to undermine the spectacle/ anti 
spectacle dichotomy by connecting the two opposite sides of the berm. 
The berm is in fact a constructed mound—made not only of earth but a structural 
system beneath which a public building is contained. The primary system of paths is 
constructed as a series of hard surfaces that cantilever out from the structure beneath 
the earthen surface of the berm. These paths widen into platforms equipped with media, 
18 
light, and air infrastructures to facilitate group activities in both physical and electronic 
collectivities. In opposition to these platforms of extroversion, the anti-spectacle paths 
are constructed ravines, where walls of reinforced earth are planted with native climbers, 
creating an immersive experience in a constructed version of nature. 
The network of spectacle paths reterritorializes forms of domestic leisure in a highly 
public setting: the largest platforms accommodate choreographed movements of exercise 
and dance; the next tier is outfitted with gaming stations for technological leisure collectives; 
the top platform has infrastructure for groups of vehicular hobbyists. These activities hold 
within themselves a latent spectacle, and so to make them even more public, a closed-circuit 
feed television system records activity. 
Meanwhile, the anti-spectacle network allows the respite seeker her moment alone; 
even while, not far from her, a rowdy group might be cheering for a World Cup broadcast. 
The orchestration and negotiation of these two different conditions through performance, 
visibility, interstitiality, and invisibility produces jarring moments of clarity and obfuscation, 
constructing the site for a new suburban collectivity. 
19 
BAIT AND SWITCH 
INTERSECTING STREETS CONNECT 
EXPANSION ZONES; NODES IN _ 
DEFORMS 
THOROUGHFARES 
J BUILT INFILL 
FURTHER UNDERMINES 
THE SPECTACLE'"'™' ' 
THOROUGHFARES 
ALONG CONNECTING PATHS 
The initial 
introduction of a 
concrete floor slab 
and a deformed 
two-way slab 
provides the structure for 
the constructed mound. 
The primary paths cut 
into the mound and swell 
at the platforms in loose 
concentric form about the 
spectacle source. 
21 
22 
The building structure supports the berm above and is deformed to accomodate the land depressions of the 
secondary anti-spectacle paths. These deformations become surfaces for projection of the activities on the 
spectacle platforms, recorded on closed-circuit television. 
Upper level: Each path reterritorializes a particular form of domestic leisure in a highly public setting: the largest 
platforms accommodate choreographed movements of exercise and dance; the next tier is outfitted with gaming 
stations for technological leisure collectives; the top platform has infrastructure for groups of vehicular hobbyists. 
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Photograph of Model. Paths formed by depressions in the berm. 
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